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Abstract
Buttacavoli-Smith, Jessica Nicole. Ph.D. The University of Memphis. August,
2015. The psychological distress experienced in women seeking educational upward
mobility: The role of backlash, self-esteem, and race. Major Professor: Elin Ovrebo,
Ph.D.

Women earn roughly 58% of all conferred higher educational degrees in the United
States and this number is projected to continue to grow (U.S. Department of Education,
2012). It is commonly known that going to college provides a number of benefits,
especially to women as education is one of women’s primary means of upward social
mobility and higher earning power (Benjamin, 2005; Hill, 2003; Hout, 1998; Simmons,
2009). However, relatively few studies have explored the backside of educational
upward mobility. As women who are seeking a higher degree often experience pushback
from family, friends, support persons, and the educational systems themselves, the
current study investigated how these women’s perceived backlash, self-esteem, and race
predicted psychological distress. It was expected that perceived backlash would predict
psychological distress and that this relationship would be moderated by women’s selfesteem and race. The current study examined survey responses from 207 women
participants who were either currently seeking a higher educational degree or had their
degree conferred in the last five years. A hierarchical multiple regression showed that
perceived backlash had a unique relationship with psychological distress, however not
without the presence of self-esteem in the model. Neither self-esteem nor race was found
to moderate the relationship between perceived backlash and psychological distress,
although self-esteem was significantly and positively related to psychological distress.
Self-esteem was rather shown to have a mediating effect on the relationship between
ii

perceived backlash and psychological distress. This study has implications for how
mental health professionals and educators may assist women in their pursuit of higher
education in the future.
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Chapter 1
Introduction
Women have made great strides in their quest for equality (Ramirez, Soysal, &
Shanahan, 1997). Generation by generation, women have displayed upward mobility
through attaining a higher educational level and a higher vocational status than their own
fathers, mothers, and members of the community in which they grew up (Houle, 2011).
From the United States’ women’s suffrage movement; to the push for equal opportunity
in the workplace and education sector; to bodily integrity and autonomy; and to legal
rights of marriage, divorce, and bearing children, women have fought countless battles to
achieve the status they have today (Bunch, 1990). Considering remaining gender gaps
such as income, retirement savings, ownership of property, and representation in politics
and corporate boardrooms (Canetto, 2001; Gilbert & Rader, 2001), the fight is not over,
but women in the United States are gradually overcoming a number of gender-based
barriers in order to reach equality.
As women are experiencing advances in academic and occupational settings,
some women are also experiencing backlash in the form of negative messages, biases,
and threats to their family and social relationships. As such, the struggle for upward
mobility often comes with invisible, but painful, psychological costs. These costs
undermine both women individually and the larger society that would benefit from these
women’s contributions. In order to support these women better, it would benefit us as
researchers, clinicians, and educators to understand more about the psychological distress
these women experience. This study examined the effect of backlash, self-esteem, race
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and socioeconomic status on levels of psychological distress for women experiencing
educational upward mobility.
According to the United States (U.S.) Department of Education (2012), U.S.
women now outnumber men in terms of conferred high school, undergraduate, and
graduate degrees. However, not all women experience their educational attainment as
purely positive (Cole & Omari, 2003; Higginbotham & Weber, 1992). Some women
from lower socioeconomic groups, first generation college students, and women in racial
or cultural minority groups have found that educational upward mobility also has a
downside in that educational success can come with costs such as identity crisis, lower
self-esteem, loss or distancing of close relationships, fears of becoming less attractive to
single men, and personal and professional marginalization (Cole & Omari, 2003; Glenn
& Weaver, 1978; Jones, 2005; Shaw & Coleman, 2007; Rose 2003, 2004). For some
women, these costs have contributed to interruptions in or dropping out of educational
programs (Bean, 1980; DesJardins, Ahlburg, & McCall, 2006; Ramist, 1981; Tinto,
1975).
Upward Mobility
Higginbotham and Weber (1992) defined upward mobility as moving from a
working-class family of origin to the professional managerial class and expressed that
education is a necessary part of upward mobility. Later, Sánchez, Liu, Leathers, Goins,
and Vilain (2011) defined upward mobility as an increase in an individual’s social class.
Social class is defined as a system of stratification that reflects one’s education (Ostrove
& Cole, 2003). Lin (2010) concluded that underprivileged gender, class, ethnic, and
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other groups reap benefits from higher education by virtue of its positive correlation to
occupational attainment.
Higginbotham and Weber (1992) discussed several aspects involved in becoming
upwardly mobile. First, those who were upwardly mobile described needing to have
work be the most important part of their identity (i.e., “I am a nurse” or “I am an
engineer”). Second, people who had moved up socially needed to take on new reference
groups they had not previously been part of, such as professional affiliations, clubs, and
social groups. Finally, the people who moved up vocationally described the need to
adopt more middle-class values and aspirations and felt pressure to spend time with
groups that society would view as being the “right people” (p. 418). For those working
class individuals aspiring to be upwardly mobile, this not only involves acting different
from before on an individual basis, but it also includes making choices to do something
different than what one’s family has ever done before. As women are often expected to
conform to and carry on family values more than men, choosing to do things differently,
or entering groups the rest of the family does not have access to, may be even more
difficult than it is for men. This move away from the family of origin’s norms and
structures can at times feel like distancing or removing self from what is comfortable and
known in their family. This distance can be uncomfortable to the individual as well as to
the family.
This process of distancing oneself is said to be facilitated by an emphasis on
independence, detachment, and a rational decision making process that can bring about
psychological distress for the upwardly mobile individual (Higginbotham & Weber,
1992). “The mobility process is motivated by a desire for personal, but also collective
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gain that is shaped by interpersonal commitments to family, partners and children,
community, and race. Social mobility involves competition, but also cooperation,
community support, and personal obligations” (Higginbotham & Weber, 1992, p. 437438). This suggests that women have a commitment to their family throughout the
educational process; however, this commitment to family and familial needs may not
result in personal benefits for the upwardly mobile woman. It may even be detrimental to
her emotional health.
Educational Upward Mobility for Women
Earlier research has covered the benefits and positive aspects of education as well
as upward mobility through education, especially for women. Education serves as an
avenue for upward mobility and there is a direct correlation between level of education
and social class (Sánchez et al., 2011). Sue and Okazaki (1990) found that education is
increasingly a functional means for mobility when other avenues, such as career, are
perceived as blocked or limited. Higginbotham and Weber (1992) found women
experienced great barriers when it comes to upward mobility. These include facing
educational and career choices without sufficient information, guidance or professional
mentoring; encountering critical junctures of their educational careers without family
support or encouragement; rejection or discouragement from other support networks
when pursuing further education; and having to constantly renegotiate interpersonal
relationships as a result of all of the above (Higginbotham & Weber, 1992). The
“American Dream” teaches most Americans that anyone can achieve upward mobility;
however, this is not always accurate, especially among racial minorities and women
(Higginbotham & Weber, 1992).
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Women’s career journeys often include encountering difficulties and hindrances
that men do not. For example, in the labor economics literature, women with children are
rated as less capable and often begin at lower wages than women without children
(Hersch & Stratton, 2000). Women are thus forced to consider the impact of choosing to
have children or continuing their career progress. Upward mobility may also be obtained
through career advancement. There is a growing trend of women surpassing the
percentage of men in the workplace, much like they are in educational settings.
However, although the number of women in mid-level management positions is rising,
creating an abundance of women qualified for upper-management positions, women are
not reaching these upper level management positions as often as men nor do they have
the same career opportunities as men. In fact, it is increasingly difficult for women to
achieve what Cheung and Halpen (2010) call Officer, or the “O” status. These are
positions that include Chief Executive Officers, Chief Financial Officers, or Chief
Technology Officers. Despite the overwhelming success of businesswomen in the
corporate world, with women holding 50% of all management positions, only 2% of the
Fortune 500 Chief Executive Officers are women (Cheung & Halpen, 2010).
For the reasons described above, the world of work does not always offer an
adequate means for upward mobility for women. Women continue to face a glass ceiling
in the workforce (Gilbert & Rader, 2001). Research shows women primarily attain
upward mobility through higher education (Higginbotham & Webber, 1992). Thus, this
study focuses on women who are becoming upwardly mobile through education.
However, as noted earlier, that upward mobility is sometimes accompanied by backlash.
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Backlash
Backlash is defined as a strong, adverse reaction from others, to a person’s choice,
achievement, or social development (Webster, 2013). Rudman (1998) described a
gendered backlash effect as occurring when a women’s self-promotion enhances the
perception of her capabilities, but also causes some to see her as less appealing socially
(i.e., the woman may get the position and career status which she dreamed, but it comes
at the cost of others seeing her as competitive, self-promoting, proud, and other
“unwomanly” characteristics). Backlash can be seen and felt in a number of ways, not
only from coworkers and society, but also from family in messages such as “Do you
think you are better than us now?” or “What exactly did you have to do for that
promotion?”
Stromquist (2006) described backlash as being an adverse reaction specific to a
woman’s self-promotion. She argued that highly educated women are considered to be a
financial and psychological threat by some men. To a larger degree than men, women
who are successful also have a greater likelihood of socially experiencing critiques of
their characteristics and personal lives (Lin, 2010). Consider the media’s treatment of
female political candidates such as Hillary Clinton, Sarah Palin, and Condoleezza Rice.
The women have not only had their feminine qualities questioned because of their power,
independence, and strong will, but have also been critiqued on their characteristics and
personal lives.
Furthermore, there is a negative association between acquiring a doctoral degree
and social views of women that seem to discourage female undergraduates from pursuing
a doctoral degree (Lin, 2010). While men with higher educational degrees are often
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sought after as future partners and are positively perceived by their potential partners’ inlaws and extended friends and family, graduate education for women, especially a
doctoral degree, is said to exclude these women from the “marriage market” (Lin, 2010,
p. 318) and limit their possibility of marriage. Somehow there is a message sent out to
both women and men that “meeting the parents” looks better if the partners have equal
degrees or the man has the higher degree. In many cultural minorities, beliefs
surrounding the idea that women have not lived a full life unless they share it with a
husband, despite their personal success, create great pressure for these women as well as
their parents. Statistically, women’s higher educational attainment predicts worse
outcomes related to marriage rates (Lin, 2010; Rose, 2003, 2004). As the number of men
receiving higher educational degrees is now lower than women’s, this is a growing
problem.
In addition to the fear of backlash in terms of social and intimate relationships,
Phelan and Rudman (2010) found that women are also subjected to a double bind in
terms of competence: If they display qualities likened to men, such as assertiveness and
confidence, they are seen as competent, but not liked. On the other hand, if a woman
shows qualities associated with female gender roles, such as warmth and kindness, she is
well liked, but others view her as lacking competence. A woman’s high competence is
thus downplayed and the focus moves towards her perceived lack of social skills. This
results in a negative impact on her potential for hiring or further upward mobility in
education and career (Phelan & Rudman, 2010; Rudman, 1998; Rudman & Fairchild,
2004).
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With their educational success, women are expected to show high levels of skill,
intelligence, and competence, but earning degrees and performing at high levels does not
necessarily mean women are performing at their personal highest levels. Some women
may settle for a lower level or perform as well as they feel they can without backlash,
hindering them from reaching their full educational and professional potential. Thus, fear
of backlash may limit and dictate the levels of women’s educational and professional
achievement (Buchmann & Dalton, 2002; Higginbotham & Weber, 1992; Lin, 2010;
Malhotral & Mather, 1997; Mickelson, 1990; Moss-Racusin & Rudman, 2010; Osborne,
Marks, & Turner, 2004). For example, although already successful, a women may feel
forced to make choices that diminish her success and achievements, such as deciding not
to negotiate for a deserved salary in order to avoid being viewed as un-feminine; or
turning down a promotion in order to not to be seen as putting career before family.
Psychological Distress in Educational Upward Mobility
As noted earlier, research shows women primarily attain upward mobility through
higher education (Higginbotham & Webber, 1992). Several researchers have highlighted
the positive aspects of education (Madsen & Hanewicz, 2011; Schuller, Preston,
Hammond, Brassett-Grundy, & Bynner, 2004; Vila, 2000), but they have often failed to
acknowledge and recognize that education can also have negative effects or can come at a
psychological cost. Osborne et al. (2004) identified specific negative factors that
influenced a woman’s decision to pursue higher education. These include: family
pressures, such as the idea that they are not fulfilling their roles and duties at home;
negative attitudes of family and social groups; questioning what others will think of them
once they are educated; and concerns about childcare. Knowing this information, it is
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possible that women may fear backlash if they move forward with their educational
plans.
Though viewed as desirable, upward mobility has long been associated with
psychological distress and current research continues to discover similar findings (Ellis,
1952; Houle, 2011; Sorkin, 1959). Linking educational upward mobility to backlash
might explain the negative impact of mobility on psychological distress. On one hand,
upward mobility opens the doors for new opportunities and resources not previously
available, but on the other, it can also lead to psychological distress through negative
reactions from others or from feeling different from those who used to be perceived as
similar to oneself. Despite upward mobility resulting in increased security and a sense of
well-being, it is often accompanied by costs in the form of feelings of guilt and shame
(Cole & Omari, 2003). “This occurs because mobile individuals are exposed to classbased norms, expectations, and values that are foreign to the cultural landscape of their
social class of origin” (Houle, 2011, p.1). Those who experience educational upward
mobility also experience multiple psychosocial stressors as a result of their mobility
(Simmons, 2009). As one experiences a shift in their social status through the mobility
process, psychological distress is likely and may result from numerous sources, including
their distancing from family and community (Simmons, 2009).
Although research on psychological distress in relation to backlash of women in
education is limited and primarily based on qualitative methodology, it is safe to say
psychological distress is a potential outcome for women who are pursuing, or
successfully completed, a higher education. In fact, psychological distress related to
educational upward mobility and the fear of backlash might discourage engagement in or
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continuation of educational efforts and accomplishments. Even worse, this distress, if
ignored, could lead to longer term psychological problems such as depression, anxiety,
and lower mental health and health in general (Leary, Schreindorfer, & Haupt, 1995).
Now that women outnumber men in college in the United States and as women, as well
as racial minority groups, have experienced greater upward mobility in the post-World
War II era than any other time in history (Fossett, Galle, & Kelley, 1986), it is even more
important to understand the psychological distress women seeking educational upward
mobility experience. It is also important to know more about what influences these
women’s experiences and what might mitigate the harmful effects of backlash on
psychological distress. Self-esteem is one possible protective factor.
Self-Esteem
“Positive self-esteem is not only seen as a basic feature of mental health, but also
as a protective factor that contributes to better health and positive social behavior through
its role as a buffer against the impact of negative influences” (Mann, Hosman, Schaalma,
& de Vries, 2004, p. 358). Self-esteem can be defined as a form of self-respect and a
measure of how good one feels about whom he or she is. It is a self-assessment and
involves beliefs and emotions surrounding the definition of self and is often viewed as
affect attached to the self (Phelan & Rudman, 2010). One of the strongest predictors of
emotional problems is low self-esteem (Macdonald, 1994). “The most basic task for
one’s mental, emotional and social health, which begins in infancy and continues until
one dies, is the construction of his/her positive self-esteem” (Macdonald, 1994, p. 19).
Self-esteem is identified as a coping resource; higher levels of self-esteem can buffer the
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relationship of stress and psychological distress whereas lower levels may exacerbate the
relationship between stress and psychological distress (Pearlin & Schooler 1978).
Those with low self-esteem, as compared to individuals with high self-esteem,
have a higher likelihood of displaying symptoms of anxiety and depression and tend to be
lonelier, jealous, and shy (Leary et al., 1995). Low-self-esteem has been identified as a
risk factor for psychological distress (Cast & Burke, 2002; Dumont & Provost, 1999).
Low self-esteem has also been linked to higher rates of dropping out of school (Leary, et
al., 1995; Mann, Hosman, Schaalma, & de Vries, 2004), and research suggests that
women with more education have higher self-esteem than those with less education
(Bumpass & Aquilino, 1995). Additionally, those who fear backlash display low selfesteem (Phelan & Rudman, 2010). A lack of confidence due to previous attitudes once
held, school experience, as well as a lack of self-belief, is specific negative factors that
influenced individuals’ decisions in pursuing a higher education (Osborne et al., 2004).
In the current study, self-esteem and race are predicted to moderate the
relationship between perceived backlash and psychological distress of women. It is
believed that backlash will directly predict higher reported distress and that self-esteem
would moderate or buffer the relationship of backlash and with psychological distress. It
is believed that race will also have a moderating effect on the relationship between
backlash and psychological distress. Socioeconomic status will also be controlled for, as
a possible influential variable.
Impact of Race and Socioeconomic Status
Some literature contends that education is purely positive for women, especially
ethnic minority women (Prosper, 2004); however, Ross and Zhange (2008) argued this is
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not the case. Existing research suggests that when compared to Caucasian women, the
longer ethnic minority women stayed in school, the higher their risk of losing their family
support and experiencing backlash. For example, an African American woman may be
relieved of some familial responsibilities to pursue her undergraduate degree, but may
find herself with lessened emotional support and added family responsibilities, such as
resource sharing, during her master’s training.
Women of color pursuing upward social mobility through education may face
unique forms of backlash based on their intersecting underprivileged identities as women
and women of color. For example, African Americans who have a higher education often
have to negotiate between being successful academically and being perceived by other
African Americans as not being “black enough” or fitting the stereotypical model of an
African American (Cole & Omari, 2003; Sánchez et al., 2011). Some African Americans
see educational achievement as something Caucasian students do. For them to receive an
education would be “acting White” (Cole & Omari, 2003; Gibson & Ogbu, 1991).
African American students defined not being “Black enough” as not taking part in
African American social life, student organizations, and mentoring other African
American students. “Acting White” is not defined by one’s relationships with Caucasian
students, but rather in terms of how one treats other African Americans (Cole & Omari,
2003).
Thus, there is some indication that women of certain backgrounds (i.e., African
American, Latina, and low socioeconomic status women in general) will experience more
psychological distress as a result of their educational upward mobility than women from
more privileged backgrounds (i.e., middle and upper class women and Caucasian women)

12

(Higginbotham & Weber, 1992; Jones, 2005; Lin, 2010; Luo & Waite, 2005; McAdoo,
1978; Shaw & Coleman, 2007; Sue & Okazaki, 1990).
Despite the accumulation of evidence that some racial minority women and
women of low socioeconomic status may be at higher risk of backlash, research has yet to
explore if women who are of certain racial minority backgrounds experience more
psychological distress as a result of their educational upward mobility than Caucasian
women. It is also possible that Caucasian women from lower socioeconomic status
backgrounds may experience levels of upward mobility-related distress similar to the
levels experienced by ethnic minority women. However, ethnic minority women of
lower socioeconomic status may experience more backlash than low socioeconomic
Caucasian women due to dual minority status.
Although the research above suggests SES and certain racial identities will either
directly influence psychological distress in relation to upward social mobility in
education, or interact with the independent variables of backlash, most of the research
above has been qualitative. As a result, it is difficult to make directional hypotheses
about these relationships. Additionally, it is generally advisable to control for
socioeconomic status prior to investigating racial differences (Sue & Sue, 2012).
Therefore, for the purpose of the current study, the impact of socioeconomic differences
was statistically controlled for prior to investigating race as a moderating variable.
Purpose of the Study
Drawing on theory and research linking backlash and protective factors against
psychological distress (Bruch, Rivet, & Laurenti, 2000; Fairbrother, & Moretti, 1998;
Marcussen, 2006), this study examined the relationship between perceived levels of
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backlash and psychological distress in women who are in the process of attaining, or have
successfully attained, educational upward mobility, and whether race or self-esteem
moderated that relationship.
Research Questions and Hypothesis The following research questions and hypotheses
were posed.
Question 1. Does perceived backlash predict psychological distress in women
seeking educational upward mobility, when controlling for socioeconomic status (SES)?
Hypothesis 1. Perceived backlash will be directly and positively related to levels
of reported psychological distress (i.e., women who experience more perceived backlash
will experience more psychological distress).
Question 2. Does self-esteem moderate the relationship between perceived
backlash and psychological distress in women seeking educational upward mobility,
when controlling for SES?
Hypothesis 2. Self-esteem will moderate the relationship between perceived
backlash and psychological distress, such that women with higher levels of self-esteem
will experience less psychological distress than women with low self-esteem if the levels
of perceived backlash stayed the same.
Question 3. Does race moderate the relationship between perceived backlash and
psychological distress in women seeking educational upward mobility, when controlling
for SES?
Hypothesis 3. Race will moderate the relationship between backlash and
psychological distress such that the relationship between backlash and psychological
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distress will be stronger for ethnic minority (African American and Latina American)
women than Caucasian women.
Necessary Definitions
Backlash - A strong, adverse reaction, by others, to a person’s choice,
achievement or social development (Webster, 2013). In the upward social mobility
literature this occurs when a women’s self-promotion, such as attempts to improve her
social standing through education, enhances others’ perception of her capabilities at the
cost of social rejection (Phelan & Rudman, 2010; Rudman, 1998; Rudman & Fairchild,
2004; Rudman & Glick, 2001; Rudman, Moss-Racusin, Phelan, Nautus, 2012).
Upward Mobility – Seen as being attained through earning a higher education;
moving from a working-class family of origin to the professional managerial class via
education; an increase in an individual’s social class, whereas social class is defined as a
system of stratification that reflects one’s education; or achieved through a college
education (Higginbotham & Weber, 1992; Sánchez et al., 2011).
Psychological Distress – Unpleasant feelings or emotions that impact functioning;
a state of emotional suffering characterized by symptoms of depression and/or anxiety
(Mirowsky & Ross, 2002).
Protective factors – The term protective factor is one used to describe moderators
or buffers of risk and adversity that enhance good (Werner, 2000).
Self-esteem – Self-esteem is a form of self-respect and a measure of how good we
feel about who we are; it is a self-assessment and involves beliefs and emotions
surrounding how we define who we are. It is often viewed as affect attached to the self
(Phelan & Rudman, 2010).

15

Chapter 2
Literature Review
The following literature review will discuss how perceived backlash may
contribute to psychological distress for women seeking educational upward mobility in
the United States. This chapter will also discuss how self-esteem and race may moderate
the relationship between backlash and psychological distress for women experiencing
perceived backlash during their education. I will first present some of the institutional
and systemic barriers that contribute to the presence of backlash for women seeking
upward educational or professional mobility. Throughout the following sections, I will
also present information about how socioeconomic and familial factors contribute to
backlash and subsequent psychosocial costs for upwardly mobile women. Specifically,
this review of the literature will outline factors that inform women’s engagement in
education; describe the challenges of backlash many women face while working on their
degrees; discuss the role of self-esteem as a protective factor; discuss the role of race in
relation to backlash; and present information about the psychological distress women
may experience while engaging in educational upward mobility.
Upward Mobility
Upward mobility is traditionally defined as an increase in an individual’s social
class (Sánchez et al., 2011). Education is seen as a means to move from a working-class
background to what is considered to be a professional class (Higginbotham & Weber,
1992). It has also been described as, “movement that places a person in a social world
significantly different from the one in which he or she was socialized during childhood”
(Simmons, 2009, p. 3). Upward mobility has long been thought of as being attained
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through increasing economic security or an increase in socioeconomic status (Dolan &
Lordan, 2013). Education has also been shown to serve as an avenue for upward
mobility and there is a direct correlation between level of education and social class
(Sánchez et al., 2011). In many societies, upward mobility is closely dependent upon
formal education (Anderson, 1961). Most recently Dolan and Lorden (2013) suggested
that a university education is the only way to advance and expedite mobility. Therefore,
in order to experience upward mobility, working class individuals without inherited
wealth or resources often seek out education. This is especially true for first generation
college students, women from lower socioeconomic status (SES) groups, and women in
racial or cultural minority groups (Jones, 2005; Shaw & Coleman, 2007).
Higginbotham and Weber (1992) described socially mobile individuals as using
work as their primary social identity when developing their self-definition, establishing
new social groups that match their new social level, and adopting more middle-class
values and aspirations. Upward mobility is associated with a sense of abandoning one’s
roots (Fordham, 1996). Upwardly mobile individuals are at times perceived as
compromising their identity for mainstream success (Staples, 1985) due to the physical
and psychological separation from one’s community of origin (Sellers, 2001). Working
class individuals, who aspire to be upwardly mobile, are making choices to do something
different than what their own families have done before. This means entering into
unfamiliar territories, where rules, values, and even behaviors are not the same as they
are within one’s family or community of origin. In order to be successful, someone who
is upwardly mobile often must learn from and adopt this unfamiliar way of being in order
to feel and be treated as though they belong to their new group (Scott, 2002; Simmons,
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2009). Moving away from the familiar and accepted behaviors and cultural values of
one’s family of origin may feel like “disowning” or rejecting the family of origin.
Underprivileged groups reap benefits from higher education through its positive
correlation to higher occupational attainment (Hout, 1998); however, there are still
barriers, pitfalls, disadvantages, and disparities in higher education, especially for female
students who come from uneducated, lower socioeconomic income families, or cultural
or racial minority families (Stromquist, 1990). For some women, the psychological
distress accompanying their education advancement contributed to interruptions in or
dropping out of educational programs (Cole & Omari, 2003).
Educational Upward Mobility for Women
Historically, U.S. women often went to college for the pursuit of a husband and
the desire to start a family. The U.S. marriage rate was at an all-time high during the
1950s and getting married immediately after high school or while in college was
considered the norm (The Public Broadcasting System, 2001; Schwartz & Mare, 2005).
Culture and media promoted the idea that a husband and children were much more
important than an education (Public Broadcasting System, 2001). Great strides have been
made to empower more women and ethnic minority women to attend college, including
Title IX and Brown vs. Board of Education (U.S. Department of Education, 2012), for
educational rather than social benefits. Unfortunately editorials such as Black Women
Are Spending Too Much Time and Effort Going to School, They Should Be Spending That
Time Trying to Get Married (Akil, 2013), books such as Your Degrees Won't Keep You
Warm at Night (Young & Jackson, 2011), and blogs advertising the best colleges to find
a husband, still exist.
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Higher education helps ameliorate some of the negative social and economic
circumstances, such as higher levels of poverty and unemployment that disadvantaged
groups face (Gerber & Schaefer, 2004; Watts, 1997). Some of the benefits of educational
upward mobility include greater access to resources and opportunities, qualifying for
higher-level jobs, and a greater likelihood of reaching higher socioeconomic class,
including the economic advantages that come with these privileges (Benjamin, 2005;
Hill, 2003; Simmons, 2009). Despite these benefits, there are still gender disparities in
educational attainment, especially when considering gender, class, and race (Ramist,
1981; Stromquist, 1990).
Parents without higher education degrees often show support for or pride in their
daughters attaining an education, but can become ambivalent when they develop personal
career and educational goals. This ambivalence is seen more in Caucasian parents, in
contrast to African American parents; African American parents often stressed marriage
as a primary life goal and held higher expectations for their daughters to use their
education as a means to marry and have a family (Higginbotham & Weber, 1992). It is
unfortunate that unmarried women tend to be viewed by some of society as being
incomplete, despite their level of economic or social success (Lin, 2010). Lin (2010)
stated that these social values “create substantial pressure for women as well as for their
parents [to get married], and tend to hinder women from pursuing higher educational and
occupational attainments” (p. 518).
It is important to discuss the differences in upward mobility through education as
compared to vocational upward mobility. In order to reach their career goals, women
often encounter difficulties and hindrances men do not. The alarming rates at which
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women experience career backlash for having a family are shown through two major
obstacles women face; the motherhood wage penalty and the advantage held by married
men (Cheung & Halpen, 2010). When women have children, “many mothers exit the
workforce. Absences from the labor market are likely to reduce wages because general
and firm-specific skills depreciate and workers lose rents associated with good job
matches” (Anderson, Binder, & Krause, 2002, p. 354). In this way, women are basically
asked to choose between a baby and a successful career. Married men, on the other hand,
receive benefits in the workplace many married women do not especially in regard to
wage earnings. Married men are said to receive a wage premium of between 10 and
30%. “One commonly cited hypothesis to explain this pattern is that marriage allows one
spouse to specialize in market production and the other to specialize in home production,
enabling the former – usually the husband – to acquire more market-specific human
capital and, ultimately, earn higher wages” (Hersch & Stratton, 2000, p. 2). Women who
realize that their ability to attain upward mobility via vocational endeavors is limited by
inequalities in the workforce may turn to education as a source of mobility.
Psychological Distress
In spite of the obvious positive aspects of upward mobility, it has long been
recognized that the perceived backlash and negative or mixed messages women may face
in education can be a source of psychological concern. Current research continues to
support findings (Ellis, 1952; Houle, 2007; Sorkin, 1959). The impact of mobility has
two sides; mobility allows for new opportunities and resources not previously available to
women; however, it can be a source of anxiety and psychological distress (Sorkin, 1959).
Psychological distress is described as unpleasant feelings or emotions that impact one’s
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functioning or a state of emotional suffering characterized by symptoms of depression or
anxiety (Mirowsky & Ross, 2002). Gender differences in psychological distress are often
a result of women’s greater exposure to specific psychological stressors, role-related
stress, social vulnerability, a lack of support, and perceptions of gender-appropriate
behaviors (Ritsner, Ponizovsky, Nechamkin, & Modai, 2001). The prevalence of
psychological distress is higher in women than it is for men (Drapeau, Marchand, &
Beaulieu-Prévost, 2012); however, it is encouraging that women are more likely to seek
help, as compared to men. Ritsner et al. (2001) reported common sources of distress for
women included family problems, difficult working conditions, anxiety about the future,
poor health status, and uncertainty in the present life situation.
Cole and Omari (2003) speak of the “hidden cost of mobility” (p. 785) including
the stressors caused by negative interactions with family members, as well as the
separation from one’s community both literally and figuratively, and unexpected resource
sharing. When a woman experiences a shift in her social status through the mobility
process, it is likely she will experience psychological distress from a variety of sources
not experienced by her male counterparts (Simmons, 2009). For example, she may feel a
sense of distancing from her family and community as she starts feeling different from
them or keeps hearing messages such as “have you found Mr. Right yet?” or “Don’t you
think you should get a job that allows you to spend more time with your children?”
Exploring effective means to ameliorate the causes of some of the psychological distress
experienced as a result of their mobility may help reduce some of the inequalities that
still exist for women in both academia and the world of work. In order to reduce these
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stressors, it may be helpful to first understand more about what the stressors are and if
there are factors that may influence the level of psychological distress they cause.
Although education has been shown to lower emotional distress and physical
distress, it does not seem to have any effect on levels of life satisfaction (Ross &
Willigen, 1997). Despite education’s reducing distress by way of paid employment and
increased economic resources, the extent to which it reduces distress by way of marriage
and social support is questionable, especially for women as compared to men (Ross &
Willigen, 1997). “Furthermore, when subjective well-being is measured as satisfaction,
researchers find little positive effect of education” (Ross & Willigen, 1997, p. 276). This
further raises the question whether educational mobility for women is solely positive.
There are numerous factors that influence women’s decisions to discontinuing
their educations. These include fear of debt and other financial concerns (Osborne et al.,
2004) as well as risk of not being thought of as “marriage material” (Lin, 2010). Women
face a lack of confidence in their ability to further their education and progress into a
mature student, partially due to prior school experiences or messages that have left them
viewing their educational experience as negative (Osborne et al., 2004). These fears may
leave women questioning whether or not they can cope with the normal stress and
demand that accompanies educational attainment. Thus, having the support of their
families for continuing their education, and leaning on their often strong, original
connections to their families while completing their education is crucial. However, if the
education leads to a sense of detachment from their own families or cultures of origin,
these women may find themselves in the lonely position of not being fully accepted
within their own community of origin and still not experiencing comfort in the dominant
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group. This can cause these women to feel like an outsider within both groups
(Proudford & Thomas, 1999), accompanied by the predictable feelings of being
“different” and a loss of sense of self or identity. This is one way in which psychological
distress results from educational upward mobility.
Women are also more likely than their male counterparts to have lower
educational aspirations due to the limitations of gender-role expectations (Berggren,
2006; Sewell & Shah, 1968a). Many times, these lower aspirations arise due to a
perceived lack of competence and confidence. The inability to recognize their own
capabilities and accomplishments is due to messages that fuel these inaccurate beliefs.
Women are “lucky” to get a promotion, or were “in the right place at the right time,” or
even told they “had a lot of help.” Downplaying personal achievements only further
contributes to the women’s lower self-esteem, stifles her abilities, and leaves her more
vulnerable to variables like backlash resulting in greater psychological distress.
Backlash
The literature shows that one of the primary sources of psychological distress for
women in education is backlash. Backlash can be defined as a strong, adverse reaction,
such as to a social development (Webster, 2013). Rudman (1998) describes the backlash
effect as occurring when a women’s self-promotion enhances the perception of her
capabilities at the cost of social rejection. Women’s equality, which has yet to be
obtained, is coupled with pressures to halt or even reverse their progress. Women
engaging in the equality struggle are often said to be feminist; however, labeling women
as feminist is sometimes seen as an attack on women themselves (Fauldi, 2006).
Feminism is sometimes equated with negativity and the belief that women who are
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feminist hate all men, are angry and irrational. Conservative radio host Rush Limbaugh
promotes the idea that feminism was created to allow unattractive women easier access to
the mainstream. “Identifying feminism as women’s enemy only furthers the ends of
backlash against women’s equality, simultaneously deflecting attention from the
backlash’s central role and recruiting women to attack their own cause” (Fauldi, 2006, p.
10).
As backlash is described as being an adverse reaction specific to a woman’s selfpromotion, Stromquist (2006) argued that highly educated women are considered to be a
financial and psychological threat by some men. As a result of going to college, women
often experience a change in their values and interests, but their family and social groups
do not always view this change positively (Hochschild, 1993; Simmons, 2009). When
women are more successful than men, they have a greater likelihood of experiencing
critiques of their characteristics and personal lives (Lin, 2010). These successful women
are under a performance microscope. They are the focus of belittling articles about what
they wear and how they look and they face the undercurrent of misogyny and sexism
leveled against them. Successful women, such as Sheryl Sandberg - CEO of Facebook,
have experienced backlash as a result of entrepreneurship and encouraging women to
make their own choices. However, successful women may also be criticized for the fact
that not all women can achieve this degree of success and therefore encouraging them to
take charge of their vocational and educational independence is setting them up for
failure.
The backlash also continues for women in the workplace when it comes to salary
negotiations, evaluations, and workplace environment. Societal labels such as “sweet,”
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“group-oriented,” and “caring” are a hindrance for women in both career and education
as it relates to negotiating for needs (Phelan & Rudman, 2010). Self-advocacy could be
seen as questioning authority or being “needy,” yet another socialized taboo for women,
especially women under the supervision or educational guidance of men. Women, like
children, live in a patriarchal society where they are given messages telling them to be
seen and not heard (Impett, Schooler, & Tolman, 2006; Yam & Oradell, 2000). Because
of this, women are often held back from asking for what they need or want for fear of
social ramifications (Tinsley, Cheldelin, Schneider, & Amanatullah, 2009). Phelan and
Rudman (2010) described this fear of negative reactions to self-advocacy and selfassertiveness as being the key difference in entry-level salaries for men and women.
Thus women experience backlash because of the confines of gender stereotypes. It is
easy to see how this silencing effect and the other stressors above may contribute to
psychological distress such as isolation, discouragement, and hurt, especially if the
women are also experiencing distancing from their own families.
Women are pushed to display the ability to overcome stereotypical roles in order
to achieve a higher status; however, when they do so, they experience backlash (Phelan &
Rudman, 2010). The threat of stereotypes affects intellectual performance for women
and minorities. A well-known example of this is how women are thought to perform at
lower rates than men in areas such as math and science (Beasley & Fischer, 2012; Steele,
1997). These stereotypes deter many women from ever entering these academic and
career fields out of fear that they will not do well, or perhaps also out of fear that they
will do well and thus reap negative social interactions as a result. Women are put at a
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disadvantage because their potential is not being developed nor do they receive an equal
opportunity to show that potential in every avenue of education.
Backlash from breaking stereotypes by achieving above the “expected”
educational level continues to limit women’s success and to some degree, dictates the
types of women who can and will succeed (Buchmann & Dalton, 2002; Higginbotham &
Weber, 1992; Lin, 2010; Malhotral & Mather, 1997; Moss-Racusin & Rudman, 2010;
Mickelson, 1990; Osborne et al., 2004). The pursuit of power and equality for women
comes with risks. Potential women leaders face a Catch-22 in that they must adhere to
their proscribed gender roles in order to be perceived as qualified for leadership, but risk
penalties if they do so. In this way, women are forced to choose between being respected
and being liked (Phelan & Rudman, 2010; Rudman et al., 2012).
This form of societal backlash undermines women’s ability to obtain positions of
status and power (Rudman, 1998) and decreases the likelihood of smooth transitions
throughout their mobility processes. Messages like “that’s not something women do” (if
they break through the stereotypes) or “you’re such a sweetie” (when conforming to
stereotypes) in professional settings are forms of backlash likely to negatively affect
women’s performance both in the workplace and education sectors. There is often a
desire for women to reach higher levels of career and educational achievement, but in
doing so they incur a risk of violating stereotypes of femininity (Amanatullah & Morris,
2010; Conley, Ziegler, & Moors, 2012). This places women leaders in an arduous
position. “Those who fear backlash may hide their deviance [of counter-stereotypical
female roles] and conform to stereotypes to avoid social rejection and maintain their selfesteem” (Conley et al., 2012, p. 393).
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Furthermore, Rudman et al. (2012) state that women face a double standard when
it comes to power, control, and roles of leadership. The status incongruity hypothesis
(SIH) states that agentic women suffer backlash as a result of status violations that fail to
uphold the gender hierarchy. Agentic women are characterized as females who possess
and display stereotypical attributes that are characteristic of men, such as assertiveness,
aggression competitiveness, and independence (Rudman et al., 2012). Typically, women
are thought of as having communal attributes such as warmth, kindness, and
supportiveness. Although admirable, these are not prototypical attributes looked for in
top students, directors, deans, or officers. When women violate the gender hierarchy and
rise to leadership positions, or even a position higher than they are “supposed” to have, it
seems as though backlash serves to restore the gender hierarchy by lowering women in
some way.
The cost of being unpopular among colleagues and fellow students could be
lessened by support from family and close friends; however, research suggest women
face just as many, and perhaps stronger, negative messages about their efforts and
success at home. According to Simmons (2009) women are confronted with feedback
and experiences that are inconsistent and contrasting to those messages they receive
growing up, especially in regard to education. Upwardly mobile women have described
their families and communities as both valuing education and worrying that their
daughters would experience backlash if educational opportunities presented themselves
to the student (Simmons, 2009). Thus, families may end up challenging these women in
their academic pursuits. The women in Simmons’ (2009) study described their family
members as able to identify many of the advantages of higher education but also
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expressing messages such as “You need to stay in your place,” “You need to think about
going to work,” “This is not for you,” and “Those are not the kinds of things that we do”
(p.105).
These intra-cultural messages are so strong and salient, and even though they are
well intended and meant as support, they may damage women’s educational identity,
keep women from pursuing further education, and directly or indirectly lead to women’s
educational disruption (Bean, 1980; DesJardins et al., 2006). Simmons (2009) stated,
“These family members may become fearful that by pursuing further education, their
relative is losing a part of herself” (Simmons, 2009, p. 70). If these women continue their
education, this intended pseudo-support becomes a type of backlash that can work to
sever or damage the women’s family and cultural connections leading to greater
psychological distress.
Miller (1983, 1986) stated that women’s sense of self is often organized around
the belief of being able to make and maintain relationships and affiliations. If there is a
threat to this, it can be perceived as a loss of relationship and a loss to self (Higginbotham
& Weber, 1992). Being a wife or a mother are often two vitally important roles for
women, according to stereotypical views of society (Sharf, 2010; Schultheiss, 2009).
Women who identify with either, or both, of these roles as part of their overall identity
are further faced with the stigma of making a decision to be educated or to have children.
“Educational attainment and career orientation generally correlate negatively with the
number of children that women prefer, expect, and actually have. Therefore, it seems
likely that as women become more highly educated and committed to demanding careers,
more women will choose to forgo motherhood and remain voluntarily childless” (Baber
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& Monaghan, 1988, p. 191). Women who already have children may hesitate to try to
pursue or continue higher education if it is suggested that it may be “too much for her” or
influence her ability to fulfill family obligations.
Other Factors That May Influence Psychological Distress
Self-esteem. Self-esteem is seen as a basic characteristic believed to contribute to
positive mental health. Because of its role as a buffer against the effects of negative
experiences, self-esteem has also been demonstrated as a protective factor that
contributes to better health and positive social behavior (Mann et al., 2004). The term
protective factor is one used to describe moderators or buffers of risk and adversity that
enhance good (Werner, 2000).
Self-esteem is a significant predictor of educational attainment (Bachman &
O’Malley, 1977, 1986; Waddell, 2006) yet it is also thought to be partially an outcome of
educational attainment (Araujo & Lugos, 2013). According to Rosenberg et al. (1989),
self-esteem is a product of reflected appraisals, social comparison, and self-attribution.
These are one’s belief about what others think about them, one’s perception of how they
compare to others, and one’s perception of how successful they were in their particular
efforts, respectively. Thus, higher self-esteem may indicate how others perceive them as
well as with their own self-perception. Gray-Little and Hafdahl (2000) examined selfesteem in high school aged students, but noted that studies of race and self-esteem are
less frequent with adult populations. In their study, they found that on average African
American high school students had higher levels of self-esteem than Caucasian high
school students, yet this difference was minimal (only .15 standard deviation units). In
the context of perceived backlash, self-esteem is believed to lessen the personal impact of
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backlash, especially backlash experienced from one’s family. It would make sense to
consider the interaction of backlash and self-esteem on psychological distress for
upwardly mobile women.
Race. Higginbotham and Webber (1992) found that African Americans often felt
burdened with the demands of their family when becoming upwardly mobile and had
difficulty effectively dealing with these demands while also maintaining a close
relationship with those family members. Those who are mobile frequently tend to make
one of two choices; they either give in to the demands of family or choose to limit the
relationship with their family (McAdoo, 1978). The feeling of being responsible for the
outcomes of the family is a unique role of many African American women (McAdoo,
2007). The costs for educationally mobile women continue within her familial
relationships. “Should an upwardly mobile woman chose to give in to the demands of
her family, she may have to sacrifice her integrity and may experience resentment
towards her family over ‘giving in’. Limiting interactions with the family may not be
optimal because of the emotional isolation that may result from severing ties” (Simmons,
2009, p. 23).
McAdoo (1978) claimed that, among African Americans, aspirations for a college
education are seen as a family goal, and it is the family as a whole who must be willing to
make sacrifices for one member to achieve a college education. Individual educational
attainment by one African American woman is seen a success for the African American
community (Williams, Auslander, Houston, Krebill, & Haire-Joshu, 2000) and attaining
an education is the primary way to change one’s status (Winthrob, 2001). MendozaDenton, Downey, Purdie, Davis, & Pietrzak (2002) found that African Americans
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experience doubts about belonging in educational institutions, primarily predominately
White institutions, and this may contribute further to the educational achievement gap of
races. “Because the job ceiling faced by black adults prevents them from receiving
rewards commensurate with their educational credentials, education is not the same
bridge to adult status for blacks as it is for whites” (Mickelson, 1990, p. 45). African
American students perceive that for students like themselves, educational efforts are not
rewarded to the same degree as for Caucasian students. Additionally, the greater society
seems to evaluate their educational credentials more critically. Individuals’ expectation
for status-based rejection (i.e., race or socioeconomic status) has an effect on their
attachment to institutions as well as the relationships they form within them (MendozaDenton et al., 2002). Mickelson (1990) found that although African Americans hold
abstract attitudes concerning the value of education, such as the ideology that education is
a means for social mobility, they are less likely than Caucasians to believe in the value of
education as it relates to their own lives.
Young African American students also seem to minimize the importance of
education and their peers often view music or athletics as a greater means of upward
mobility than education. Those who continue to seek education experience alienation by
their peers for deviating from the norm of their social group (Sánchez et al., 2011).
Students have described this comparison as being a “struggle” with which they were not
personally comfortable. One impactful psychological stressor African Americans report
facing while attempting to earn an advanced degree is knowing that people within their
families, as well as people within the educational system, expect them to fail. However,
the students themselves often feel intrinsic pressure to succeed (Sánchez et al.).
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African American women are often encouraged by their family to pursue
education in female-dominant fields, such as nursing, social work, and teaching as their
communities believe this allows them to keep family and marriage goals in the forefront
(Higginbotham & Weber, 1992). Unfortunately, even in these more “acceptable” areas,
the higher the degree, the further these women are removed from their own social system,
causing a dual threat of appearing “different” to their own families as well as to the
vocational culture to which they are trying to gain access. They are also entering a
culture where advancement has historically been based on stereotypical ability of
achievement (Mullen, Goyette, & Soares, 2003). Additionally, Osborne et al. (2004)
found that some African American women pursue a higher education because they want
to serve as a role model for their children or other girls. However, McAdoo (1978) argues
that African Americans have only been able to advance in educational areas with a wider
community-based support, such as teachers and role models. Degrees perceived as
helping the community sometimes helps upwardly mobile African Americans face or
avoid barriers and obstacles seen in other educational areas that seem to have less
emphasis on the good of the family or the good of the community (Higginbotham &
Webber, 1992).
Furthermore, working-class African Americans receive more requests to share
resources of their achievements with their families. African Americans often feel a sense
of debt to their family or friends who supported them in the mobility process. Caucasian
women, on average, did not feel this sense of obligation. For some African American
women the added pressure to share or “give back” contributed to stress and depression
(Higginbotham & Weber, 1992). Finally, compared to Caucasian parents, more African

32

American parents stressed that a job, as opposed to a career, was necessary to be thought
of as successful.
The literature speculates women of certain backgrounds (i.e., African American,
and low socioeconomic status women in general) may experience more psychosocial
costs as result of their educational upward mobility than Caucasian women
(Higginbotham & Weber, 1992; Jones, 2005; Lin, 2010; Luo & Waite, 2005; McAdoo,
1978; Shaw & Coleman, 2007; Sue & Okazaki, 1990). When surveying other ethnic
minorities, Lin (2010) found that in some Asian American cultures, parental expectations
decline with higher education levels. Families are less likely to support their female
children through graduate education than undergraduate education, especially when the
family is under financial strain. This is in part due to the lack of financial return for
women in the workforce when compared to men. Higher levels of educational attainment
is also thought to diminish Asian American women’s possibilities of marriage due to
cultural values of men traditionally marrying women of lower educational attainment
(Lin, 2010).
Existing research suggests that when compared to Caucasian women, ethnic
minority women are at higher risks of losing their family support the longer they stay in
school. They may even experience backlash in the form of diminished support and
negative messages from their family or feelings of displacement from their cultural
group. Despite the accumulation of evidence that within higher education, ethnic
minority and women of low socioeconomic status may be at higher risk of backlash,
research has yet to explore if racial and cultural factors would be as salient when
controlling for socioeconomic status. Additionally, no known studies have examined
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whether women who are of an ethnic minority background experience more
psychological distress as a result of the backlash related to their educational upward
mobility.
Socioeconomic Status
Another frequently noted issue in the upward mobility literature is how
socioeconomic status (SES) may impact psychological distress in educational upward
mobility (Sirin, 2005). Socioeconomic status plays an important role in students’ plans to
attend college as well as the actual attainment of a college degree (Luo & Waite, 2005).
The relationship of SES to college attendance is positive, indicating the lower one’s SES,
the less likelihood there is of college enrollment. It is suggested individuals in different
SES cultures have different demands and expectations. These demands and expectations
affect their opportunities for resources and upward mobility (Sánchez et al., 2011). These
expectations could be hypothesized to increase psychological distress, however, the
impact of SES on the psychological distress for women pursing upward mobility through
education has not been extensively investigated.
Women’s pursuit of higher education tends to be circumscribed by economic and
socio-cultural forces, particularly the availability of economic support, parental attitudes,
and gender values (Lin, 2010). The particular social-class of origin has, according to
Sewell and Shah (1968a), an independent influence on educational aspirations. Women
are often socialized to view their domestic functions as a top priority (Berggren, 2006)
and there tends to be a disproportionate emphasis on women’s domestic roles and
responsibilities (Gerber & Schaefer, 2004; Stromquist, 1990, 2006). Due to this, there is

34

a subsequent disadvantage for occupational opportunities, which in turn, serve to inhibit
women’s higher education aspirations (Stromquist, 1990; 2006).
Research focusing on women’s educational upward mobility is relatively limited
in the field. Therefore, this dissertation will attempt to examine the relationships among
perceived backlash, self-esteem, race, and psychological distress. With more information
on this topic, mental health professionals and counseling psychologist in academia,
university counseling centers, or other areas may be able to make a greater positive
difference for women seeking educational upward mobility.
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Chapter 3
Methodology
Participants
Due to the lack of previous quantitative research in this area, it was not possible to
provide likely effect sizes. According to G*Power (Faul, Erdfelder, Buchner, & Lang,
2009; Faul, Erdfelder, Lang, & Buchner, 2007), this study required 208 participants in
order to detect an effect size of .03 (a typical size for R2 increments associated with an
interaction term according to Frazier, Tix, and Barron, 2004) at a power of .80 and an α =
.05.
Participants in the final data set included 207 female undergraduate, graduate, and
professional students. The mean age of participants in the sample was 33.13 (SD =
12.06) with ages ranging between 19 and 65 years. The self-identified racial composition
of the group included 25.1% (52) participants who identified as African American or
Black, 58.9% (122) who identified as Caucasian, and 16% (33) who identified as Latina.
Given the low response rate of each individual racial group, African American and Latina
respondents were grouped together as racial minorities and accounted for 41.1% of the
participants. All participants were either first-generation college students, or women who
were completing or had completed (within the last five years) an educational program
that was at a higher degree level than that which was attained by their parent, guardian, or
other primary parent figure (i.e., the person or persons who had primary responsibility for
raising the student). Blustein and colleagues (2002) stated that using the educational
attainment of participants’ rearing adult, or parental figure, reflects the intent to
investigate how such educational attainment may have influenced the starting points of
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the participants’ educational development and trajectory. Thirty-six (17.4%) women
indicated they had completed their educational degree program within in the last five
years; 171 (82.6%) participants were currently enrolled in a degree-seeking program.
Forty women identified themselves at the bachelor’s degree level (19.8%), 87 at the
master’s degree level (42%), 69 at the doctoral level (33.3%), 9 at the professional degree
level (4.3%), and 5 were enrolled in an “other” category (2.4%) that included a second
masters, a medical residency, combined master’s program, or a technical degree past the
bachelor’s level.
Information on current socioeconomic status (SES), as well as self-identified SES
growing up, was gathered from each participant. Participants’ SES growing up varied,
with 32 (15.5%) of women indicating their family was considered upper middle-class, 79
(38.5%) middle-class, 62 (30%) lower middle-class, 33 (15.9%) low-class, and 1 (0.5%)
reported “other SES” and indicated her family was significantly below the poverty line.
Participants’ current SES was also reported. Thirty-four (16.4%) women classified their
current SES as upper middle-class, 78 (37.7%) as middle-class, 71 (34.3%) as lower
middle-class, 23 (11.1%) as low-class, and 1 (.5%) as “other SES”, reporting she is
supported by parents.
Of the women who participated, 31 (15%) were raised by their biological mother
only, 3 (1.4%) were raised by their biological father only, 140 (67.6%) were raised by
both their biological mother and father, 18 (8.7%) by biological mother and nonbiological father, 3 (1.4%) by biological father and non-biological mother, and 12 (5.8%)
were raised by someone other than the above individuals. These included same-sex
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parents, paternal grandparents, maternal grandparents, one grandparent, or both
biological parents until the death of one parent.
Of the participants’ rearing adults, the following numbers indicate their highest
level of educational attainment: 7 less than high school (3.4%), 3 some high school
(1.4%), 48 high school degree (23.2%), 5 GED (2.4%), 24 some college (11.6%), 15
associates degree or technical college (7.2%), 55 bachelor’s degree (26.6%), 32 master’s
degree (15.5%), and 4 professional degree (1.9%). Fourteen (6.8%) participants
indicated their rearing parent had an “other” degree level.
Two hundred and six surveys were eliminated from the original data set either due
to being incomplete or not meeting criteria (male, international student, received degree
more than 5 years ago, or their rearing parent’s degree was at a level higher than
participant’s, etc…). Of the remaining 361 completed surveys that met inclusion criteria,
an additional 15 participants were removed because they self-identified as biracial, and
we had no means for determining which racial group these participants most closely
identify with. An additional 35 participants whom self-identified as Asian American,
Native American, or Pacific Islander were also removed prior to analysis. There had
been no initial plan to examine group differences for Native American or Pacific Islander
participants. The author originally hoped to be able to include Asian American women
as a separate minority group much like African American and Latina American students.
However, there was not enough power to test group differences due to low representation
of this group in the sample so data for these participants were removed from the sample.
Additionally, multicultural research supports the idea that African American and Latina
American women can be expected to experience similar distress or backlash as a result of
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their educational upward mobility, multicultural research does not support that Asian
American students as a combined group will have the same experiences (Sue & Sue,
2012). Thus, African American and Latina American participants were combined into
one group but Asian American women were not included in this combined group. As a
large portion of the remaining participants identified as Caucasian, a random sample of
these respondents was used for final analyses, in order to obtain a more evenly distributed
sample size across racial groups.
Finally, four participants were removed from the study due to being influential
outliers in the data. Upon further analysis of the outliers, two of these participants
identified as African American and two identified as Caucasian. All four outlier
participants had extremely high reported levels of backlash (total scores ranged from 39
to 48) and psychological distress (total scores ranged from 43 to 92). Additionally, these
four participants who were removed had low reported levels of self-esteem (total scores
ranged from 3 to 15). It is noteworthy that these women displayed high levels of
psychological distress, possibly in relation to their high levels of perceived backlash and
low levels of self-esteem. A total of 207 completed surveys were included in analyses.
Instruments
Demographic questionnaire. Participants completed a demographic
questionnaire that included age, gender, nationality, sexual orientation, partner status,
race, educational level and year in school, major, SES, and educational level of those who
raised the participants. This included parents, grandparents, aunts or uncles, or another
individual the participant considers to be the rearing adult or adults in her life.
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Backlash. Based on past literature that utilized author-created measures and
qualitative inquiry regarding perceived backlash and fear of backlash (Moss-Racusin &
Rudman, 2010; Phelan & Rudman, 2010; Rudman, 1998; Rudman & Fairchild, 2004;
Rudman & Glick, 2001; Rudman et al., 2012), Moss-Racusin and Rudman (2010)
developed the Fear of Backlash Index (FOB) that measures perceived backlash. The
FOB consists of 10 items that assess anxious anticipation of social sanctions. Participants
were asked to imagine that their success was publicized and to indicate their reactions on
a scale ranging from 1 (not at all) to 6 (very much so) to elicit their identified level of
perceived backlash. Each item followed the prompt “If people knew how well you
performed…” Examples items include “Would you worry about being labeled
negatively?”; “Would you be afraid that others would think you were odd?”; "Would you
feel ashamed about your success?”; “Would you be afraid that you might be disliked?”
and “Do you think you would feel proud?”, which is reverse coded. Scores on these 10
items are averaged to form the fear of backlash index. High scores indicate greater level
of perceived backlash. Moss-Racusin and Rudman reported an alpha coefficient of .87 in
a sample of male and female college-aged students (54% White, 22% Asian, 10% Latino,
6% Black, and 8% other races). Alpha coefficient of the FOB scale for the current study
was .81.
Self-esteem. The Rosenberg Self-Esteem (RSE) Scale (Rosenberg, 1965, 1989)
was used to measure participants’ level of self-esteem. This is a 10-item scale that
measures global self-worth by assessing positive and negative feelings and thoughts
about the self. The scale items use a 4-point Likert scale that ranges from 1 (strongly
agree) to 4 (strongly disagree). The scores for the 10 items are summed, with a higher
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summed score indicating higher reported self-esteem. Gray-Little, Williams, and
Hancock (1997) reported that, based on psychometric analysis, the RSE Scale has
acceptable to high reliability. Coefficient alphas for the RSE Scale score, as reported by
Ward (1977), range from .72 for a sample of men 60 years or older to a .88 for a group of
college students in a study by Fleming and Courtney (1984). Alpha coefficient of the
RSE scale for the current study was .90 (Robins, Hendin, & Trzesniewski, 2001).
Psychological distress. To measure the psychological distress experienced by
upwardly mobile women, this study utilized the full scale Clinical Outcomes in Routine
Evaluation – Outcome Measure (CORE-OM) scale (CORE System Group, 1998). The
34-item CORE-OM has been deemed acceptable to use across a wide variety of settings
and it assesses individuals’ distress in several core domains of functioning, including
subjective well-being, experienced symptoms, and life and social functioning. The
measure also has a risk to self and others subscale. The CORE-OM addresses global
distress and is useful as an initial screening measure. The global index was utilized for
the purposes of this study.
Alpha coefficients for the individual domain scales and the global index are as
follows for clinical and nonclinical samples, respectively: subjective well-being,  = .75
and .77; symptoms,  = .88 and .90; functioning,  = .87 and .86; risk,  = .79 and .79;
and global index,  = .94 and .94. Test-retest reliability coefficients obtained over a 1week interval were r = .88 for the Subjective Well-being subscale, r = .87, for Symptoms,
r = .87, for Functioning, r = .87, for Risk, r = .64; and r = .90 for all items (i.e., global
index) (Barkmah et al., 2004). The CORE-OM demonstrates convergent validity with
other measures of symptoms, including the Symptom Checklist-90-Revised (r = .88) and
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the Brief Symptom Inventory (r = .81), depression, including the Beck Depression
Inventory-II (r = .81) and the Beck Anxiety Inventory (r = .65), and interpersonal
measures, such as the Inventory of Interpersonal Problems (r = .65) (Barkmah et al.,
2004; Evans et al., 2000). The alpha coefficient of the CORE scale for the current study
was .94.
Procedures
This internet-based study was conducted using self-report surveys hosted on
SurveyMonkey, an online data collection website with the ability to track and organize
survey responses. Sussman (2002) compared online and traditional data collection of
research and demonstrated that research employing Internet surveys is comparable with
research using traditional data collection methods such as paper and pencil surveys.
Furthermore, it was found that online data collection methods are more effective in
reaching larger and more diverse populations without increasing the financial cost of
research (Sussman, 2002). Given the importance of recruiting a racially diverse sample
of college women, online data collection was both a logical and cost-effective choice.
Recruitment for the study was conducted in several ways. The primary means for
recruiting participants was through a link to the online survey that was sent to students in
college through applicable listservs that the principle investigator is part of. These
listservs include the following: DOCTORAL-List, a listserv for those who have particular
interests in doctoral education, including curricula, modes of instruction, quality criteria,
qualifying exams and dissertations; COUNSGRADS, which has been developed to help
graduate students from across the country communicate with one another; Diversegrad-L,
a list providing a forum to discuss multicultural/cross-cultural and diversity issues in the

42

counseling profession and society at large; SECUSS-L, which shares knowledge,
information and perspectives regarding international educational opportunities with other
professionals in the field; and POWR-L, a public electronic network for people interested
in sharing information and resources concerning the psychology of women. Its purpose
is to facilitate discussion of current topics, research, teaching strategies, and practice
issues among people interested in the discipline of women’s psychology, as well as
publicize relevant conferences, job announcements, calls for papers, and publications.
The link was also made available to pertinent groups by way of social media and
snowball sampling via social media sites, including Facebook and Reddit. Another
means of recruitment was through the University’s admissions office that gathers
information and data about the University’s currently enrolled students. The office was
able to provide randomized lists of email addresses for first-generation and non-firstgeneration college women based on their reported information when they enrolled at the
university.
An electronic consent form was collected from each participant prior to beginning
the survey. The first 150 participants were offered compensation, upon completion of the
survey, in the form of $1.29 iTunes song credit or the option of donating $1.29 to Girls
Learn, Inc. charity. Participants were informed that their participation was voluntary and
that they were free to withdraw at any time, without any penalty. Transmission of data
was kept secure via SSL encryption and IP address tracking was disabled to make the
survey anonymous. Data were securely stored on Surveymonkey during collection and
exported into SPSS. Data were then stored on the principle investigators personal
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computer, which was password protected, and only made available to principle
investigator.
The Institutional Review Board of The University of Memphis approved this
study. An Institutional Review Board (IRB) addendum was submitted and approved to
expand inclusion criteria from participants currently enrolled in a degree-seeking
program to female participants who had degree conferred within the last five years. The
change in inclusion criteria was proposed because of the limited number of participants
identifying as African American or Latina who completed the survey. Research indicates
that women of older generations who have already earned their degree might perceive
backlash differently than younger women who are currently enrolled in a degree-seeking
program, so the author did not include women who received their degree more than five
years ago.
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Chapter 4
Results
This exploratory study investigated the relationships between perceived backlash
and psychological distress. Specifically, this study examined the degree to which
women’s perceived backlash, self-esteem, and race accounted for variance in
psychological distress for a sample of women seeking educational upward mobility. It
also examined whether self-esteem and race moderated the backlash – distress
relationship. This chapter describes and summarizes the preliminary and statistical
analyses used to evaluate the research questions and hypotheses established in the
previous chapters, followed by the results of these analyses.
Preliminary Analysis
To confirm that it was appropriate to combine African American and Latina
American participants into one group, three t-tests were conducted on the study variables
of perceived backlash, self-esteem, and psychological distress. Asian American women
in this sample did not show similar experiences related to perceived backlash, selfesteem, and psychological distress. The African American and Latina American women
showed no significant difference on levels of perceived backlash (t = -.66, df = 83, p >
.05), self-esteem (t = 1.23, df = 83, p > .05), or psychological distress (t = .36, df = 83, p
> .05). Preliminary t-test analyses also examined whether the mean scores of Caucasian
participants differed from those of African American and Latina American participants.
African American women had significantly higher levels of self-esteem than Caucasian
women (t = 3.53, df = 172, p > .05); there were no other significant differences.
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In order to address the research questions proposed in this study, the author
conducted correlation and hierarchical multiple regression analyses. SPSS software
version 21 was used to perform a linear regression and to analyze data collected in this
study. All data were checked for accuracy of data entry, appropriate ranges and
frequencies, and missing values.
As variance inflation factors (VIF’s) were all less than ten, this indicates no
concerns with multicollinearity (Stevens, 2002). Visual review of the scatter plots
indicated no curvilinearity in the data and review of the normal P-plot of regression
standard residuals and histograms indicated that the data was normally distributed.
Preliminary statistical analyses indicated that the assumptions of independence,
normality, and homoscedasticity were met. All scales showed strong internal reliability
indicators with coefficient alphas ranging from .81 to .94 and were included in the
regression. Means, standard deviations, and intercorrelations among study variables are
presented in Table 1.
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Table 1
Hierarchical Regression Means, Standard Deviations, and Correlations for
Psychological Distress among Educational Upward Mobility Women (N = 207)
Psychological
Distress

Perceived
Backlash

SelfEsteem

Race

SES
Growing
Up

Current
SES

Psychological
Distress

1

Perceived
Backlash

.39*

1

Self-Esteem

-.71**

-.50**

1

Race

.04

.29

.20**

1

SES Growing
up

.10

.14*

.02

.31**

1

Current SES

.17*

.11

-.12

.13

.37**

1

Means

31.08

17.24

21.08

.41

3.46

3.41

Standard
Deviations

18.37

6.55

5.47

.49

.98

.93

Note * p < .05. ** p < .01.

Prior to conducting the analyses, variables that were a part of the interaction terms
(perceived backlash and self-esteem) were centered in order to reduce multicollinearity
(Frazier et al., 2004; Heppner, Wampold, & Kivlighan, 2008). As race is a dichotomous
value, it was not centered, but was coded as 0 and 1 indicating the separation of racial
groups; Caucasian and ethnic minority. Centering the data reduces the potential for
multicollinearity between the variables that are used to created interaction terms. Two
47

interaction terms were created by taking the products of perceived backlash and selfesteem and the products of perceived backlash and race. Preliminary t-test analyses were
run to examine the mean scores of participants’ reported levels of perceived backlash,
self-esteem, and psychological distress, which showed African American and Latina
American respondents did not significantly differ on their scores for FOB, RSE, or
CORE-OM scales. Preliminary t-tests also showed African American women had
significantly higher levels of self-esteem than Caucasian women; however, Latina
American and Caucasian women showed no difference in their levels of self-esteem, nor
backlash and psychological distress scores. Examination of the possibility of outliers of
potential influential indicated that there were four participants who individually
influenced the regression results. Although no data points had a Cook’s D value greater
than 1, these four outlying data points had a Mahalanobis distance greater than the critical
value of 16.26 (Stevens, 2002), therefore, analyses for this study were run after
eliminating these data points. The final analysis included 207 participants.
Main Regression Analyses
Hypothesis 1 stated perceived backlash would be directly and positively related to
levels of reported psychological distress (i.e., women who experience more perceived
backlash will experience more psychological distress). The second hypothesis stated that
self-esteem would moderate the relationship between perceived backlash and
psychological distress such that women with higher levels of self-esteem will experience
less psychological distress than women with low self-esteem if the levels of perceived
backlash stayed the same. Hypothesis 3 stated that race would moderate the relationship
between race and psychological distress such that ethnic minority women (African
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American and Latina America) will experience more psychological distress than
Caucasian women if the levels of perceived backlash stayed the same.
In the first hierarchical regression, perceived backlash, self-esteem, and
participants’ socioeconomic status while growing up were entered in step 1 and the
interaction between perceived backlash and self-esteem in step 2. Psychological distress
was the dependent variable. In the first step, the block of variables accounted for 48.3%
(Adjusted R2 = .475, F (2, 205) = 93.825, p < 0.05) of variance in psychological distress,
with two of the independent variables having a significant unique influence on the
variance. Self-esteem had the highest level of influence on psychological distress (β = .694) followed by socioeconomic status growing up (β = .109), and perceived backlash (β
= -.001). This indicates that psychological distress for women seeking educational
upward mobility is related to lower levels of self-esteem and a higher levels of SES. The
interaction between perceived backlash and self-esteem did not account for significant
variance in psychological distress (F Change = .825). Thus, hypothesis one was partially
supported, but hypothesis 2 was not. Results of the regression are presented in Table 2.
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Table 2
Summary of Hierarchical Regression Analysis Testing the Moderating Role of SelfEsteem.
B

β

t

Perceived Backlash

.09

.004

.08

Self-Esteem

-12.79

-.69

-12.22*

SES

2.00

.11

2.13*

Perceived
Backlash*SelfEsteem

-.29

-.01

-.22

Step 1

Step 2

Note. R2 = .483 for Step 1 (p < .05); Δ R2 = .825 for Step 2 (p > .05).
* p < .05

Hypothesis 3 stated that race would moderate the relationship between perceived
backlash and psychological distress such that the relationship between the two variables
would be stronger for ethnic minority women (Latina and African American women)
than for Caucasian women. The original intent had been to test the moderating role of
race with separate racial ethnic groups. However, given the low numbers of ethnic
minority women in the participant pool, Latina and African American women were
combined together in the analysis. In the second regression, with psychological distress
as the dependent variable, perceived backlash, race, and socioeconomic status were
entered in step 1 and the interaction between perceived backlash and race in step 2. In
the first step, the block of variables accounted for 10.3% (Adjusted R2 = .085, F (2, 205)
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= 11.05, p < 0.05) of variance in psychological distress, with two of the independent
variables having a significant unique influence on the variance. The interaction between
perceived backlash and race did not account for significant variance in psychological
distress (F Change = .927). The results of this regression analysis are presented in Table
3.

Table 3
Summary of Hierarchical Regression Analysis for Testing the Moderating Role of Race.

B

β

t

Perceived Backlash

6.518

.314

4.70*

Race

.045

.003

.04

SES

.668

.036

.52

Perceived
Backlash*Race

-.126

.-.006

-.09

Step 1

Step 2

Note. R2 = .103 for Step 1 (p < .05); Δ R2 = .927 for Step 2 (p > .05). * p < .05.

Results of the regression analysis of participants in this sample partially support
the hypothesis that women seeking educational upward mobility experience
psychological distress that is related to perceived backlash, although not when controlling
for self-esteem. As the interaction terms did not account for a significant amount of
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variance in psychological distress, neither race nor self-esteem appears to have a
moderating effect on the relationship between perceived backlash and psychological
distress. However, there is indication that self-esteem in fact serves as a mediator in the
relationship between perceived backlash and psychological distress since the significant
relationship between backlash and psychological distress disappears when controlling for
self-esteem. Since there were no moderating effects, no additional analyses were needed
to recalculate the regression analysis or to plot the interaction.
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Chapter 5
Discussion
The current study examined the effects of perceived backlash on reported levels
of psychological distress in women seeking educational upward mobility. In this study,
higher levels of perceived backlash were found to strongly and positively relate to
psychological distress when self-esteem was not in the regression, but this effect was not
present when participant self-esteem was controlled for. This suggests that self-esteem
might mediate, rather than moderate, perceived backlash, or at least is confounded with
it. Prior research studies have yet to explore women’s educational upward mobility,
backlash, self-esteem, and race, and how these factors affect levels of psychological
distress. This chapter discusses the results of the current study in light of the literature
limitations and implications of the findings, and directions for future research.
Hypothesis 1 – Perceived Backlash and Psychological Distress
Hypothesis 1 stated that women seeking educational upward mobility who
experience more perceived backlash would also experience more psychological distress.
This hypothesis was partially supported by the results in the current study. Correlation
analysis of the sample showed that perceived backlash was significantly and positively
correlated with psychological distress, indicating that women in this sample experienced
greater psychological distress as they experienced more backlash. Results of regression
one did not fully support the hypothesis that perceived backlash was predictive of
psychological distress, as self-esteem had a unique influence on this relationship. The
results of the two regression analyses indicate that women in this study endorsed greater
levels of psychological distress as a result of greater levels of perceived backlash from
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individuals in their lives (i.e., family, friends, peer group, support systems), but only
when self-esteem was not included in the regression. Because of the strong relationship
between perceived backlash and self-esteem, self-esteem appears to serve as a mediating
variable.
The results of this study support the findings that the perceived backlash women
face in education can be a source of psychological distress (Ellis, 1952; Houle, 2011;
Sorkin, 1959). Backlash has been found to be an important variable in the levels of
psychological distress (Houle, 2011; Hochschild, 1993; Rudman, 1998; Simmons, 2009)
and has been shown to be especially influential for women in education. For example,
educational success may be often accompanied by feelings of guilt and shame among
women (Cole & Omari, 2003). The higher levels of psychological distress for women
who experienced backlash in relation to their seeking educational upward mobility are
also consistent with the findings of past research by Simmons (2009), who found that
those who experienced educational upward mobility also experienced multiple
psychosocial stressors as a result of this mobility. The consistency of these findings over
time suggest that whatever efforts have been made to make it easier for women to use
education as a means of upward mobility are not successfully addressing backlash and its
effect on mental health. It is also unfortunate, but not surprising, to find that the women
who participated in this study appear to experience more psychological distress when
they experience forms of backlash from their own support groups.
Hypothesis 2 – Self-Esteem as a Moderator
Even though self-esteem was significantly and positively related to backlash, the
hypothesis that self-esteem would moderate the relationship between perceived backlash
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and psychological distress was not supported. Participants’ reported levels of self-esteem
showed to have a main effects in the regression models, however the interaction of
perceived backlash and self-esteem did not explain a significant amount of variance in
psychological distress. This does not support the earlier findings of Pearlin and Schooler
(1978), whose study indicated that higher levels of self-esteem buffered the relationship
of stress and psychological distress whereas lower levels of self-esteem may exacerbate
the relationship between stress and psychological distress.
The current study found that self-esteem was higher in ethnic minority women
than in Caucasian women. Past studies suggested a strong identification with one’s racial
group might act as a buffer against negative effects of discrimination from out-groups
(Branscombe, Schmitt, & Harvey, 1999; Schmitt, Branscombe, Kobrynowicz, & Owen,
2002; Wong, Eccles, & Sameroff, 2003). Identification with one’s racial group was not
investigated in the current study, but examining it in relation to self-esteem, backlash, and
psychological distress may be an idea for future studies. Although self-esteem was
greater in the ethnic minority women in this sample, the results did not specifically
indicate that this group of women benefited more from self-esteem as a protective factor
against psychological distress than did Caucasian women.
Thus, this study’s findings only partially support other research stating that selfesteem serves as a buffer against the impact of negative influences (Mann et al., 2004).
While the results of this study do not show that self-esteem acts as a moderator between
the relationship of backlash and psychological distress, the results did show that that
higher levels of perceived backlash were associated with lower levels of self-esteem.
Furthermore, results show a strong inverse correlation between self-esteem and
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psychological distress (r = -.71). These results indicate that although self-esteem does
not moderate the relationship between backlash and psychological distress, these two
variables are independently affected by levels of participants’ self-esteem. This suggests
that rather than moderating the backlash-distress relationship, self-esteem might mediate
it instead.
Hypothesis 3 – Race as a Moderator
Hypothesis 3 states that race will moderate the relationship between perceived
backlash and psychological distress, when controlling for socioeconomic status (SES).
Results of the regression analysis did not support the hypothesis of race as a moderator.
As race was not significantly correlated to backlash, this makes some sense. The analysis
for race as a moderator was exploratory, as minimal literature exists examining this idea.
Race did not produce any main effects in the regression nor did the interaction of race
and perceived backlash explain a significant amount of variance in psychological distress.
Race, however, did appear to be related to other factors in the study as observed in Table
1.
Examination of t-test analysis showed that ethnic minority women had higher
self-esteem scores, and significantly so when comparing African American and
Caucasian women. This finding may be a little surprising since past research related to
ethnic minority women in higher education indicate these women may be receiving
additional backlash for “acting White” (Phlean & Rudman, 2006, p. 9), or for African
American women not being “black enough” (Higginbotham & Weber, 1992).
Unfortunately, the definition of what it means to be African American has not expanded
to include education for some individuals, despite many of these students viewing
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academic attainment as an important aspect of their racial identity (Simmons, 2009).
Simmons (2009) described this phenomenon as pressure to maintain African American
culture; “[f]amily and community members may become concerned that adoption of the
dominant culture’s norms and values threatens African American cultural preservation,
leading them to become rigid and defensive” (p. 106). Thus, it can be speculated that
many of the African American women in this study have had to negotiate between being
successful academically and being perceived by other African Americans as crossing
color lines and not acting as a member of their own race (Sánchez et al., 2011).
Overcoming these and other barriers may have given the participants in the current study
higher levels of self-esteem.
Socioeconomic Status (SES)
The current study’s findings suggest a significant and positive correlation between
the SES of participants while growing up and perceived levels of backlash (r =.14), such
that those who identified as being in a higher SES group actually felt greater levels of
backlash. This is surprising and contrary to the researcher’s original supposition that
individuals with a lower SES might show greater levels of perceived backlash.
SES has been shown to negatively affect academic achievement (Eamon, 2005;
Jeynes, 2002; McNeal, 1996). The researcher chose to control for participants’ SES
growing up, rather than current SES, for a number of reasons. Davis-Kean (2005) found
that parent’s SES was indirectly related to children’s academic achievement.
Furthermore, it is suggested that parents’ SES has a strong impact on students’ academic
achievement (Stull, 2013) and family SES “sets the stage for students’ academic
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performance both by directly providing resources at home and by indirectly providing the
social capital that is necessary to succeed in school” (Coleman, 1988, p. S105).
In the current study there was a significant correlation between SES growing up
and race, with women of color reporting significantly lower levels of SES than white
women; however, there was no significant relationship between the participants’ current
SES and race. Although there could be other explanations for this difference, including
the fact that students as a combined group typically have less money than other people,
this finding also supports the idea that minority women use post-secondary education to
narrow the differences in SES between themselves and Caucasian women.
Limitations
Although the current research will contribute to the existing body of research on
important factors influencing women seeking educational upward mobility, there are
several limitations of this study. This study contains a high concentration of participants
who are in, or have received their degree in, counseling and psychology. This brings to
light a notable limitation of limited variation in the fields of study for participants.
Questions arise as to whether this might have impacted the results, and if levels of
backlash might have been greater if participants were from non-traditional female fields
of study, such as science, technology, engineering, or mathematics (STEM) fields.
Furthermore, the educational attainment by the women in this study might be an
indication of a greater level of resiliency, allowing them to preserver and complete a
higher educational degree. This arises another limitation of not parsing out the fields of
study these women are in. It is uncertain if participants’ possible high resiliency is also
related to the women in helping professions. It is commonly believed social science
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fields may have more support systems in place for women and minorities than more
“hard science” fields. This also arises questions related to familial values related to
whether career or family is most important in these women’s lives. Is part of their
perceived backlash coming from their environment where family is priority, or is the
family priority education that will lead these women to their career path? This limitation
suggests the need for further examination of areas of study and how specific fields of
study impact women’s level of backlash, self-esteem, and psychological distress.
Factors such as age, family structure, and marital status have also been found to
impact educational attainment (Considine & Zappalà, 2002; O’Brien & Jones, 1999;
Rosetti & Tanda, 2000) and could have affected the variance in psychological distress.
Information on some of these factors were gathered during the data collection, however,
the literature did not have enough information about these factors for the author to
include them in the regression model.
Another notable limitation is related to the limited number of racially diverse
participants. Although racial groups were closely matched in the number of participants
in each group, the researcher in this study assigned individuals who identified as either
African American or Latina to one racial-minority group. The lack of minority women
participants, in spite of extensive sampling efforts, was the main reason participants were
assigned to these groups by the researcher. Perhaps a study that allowed sampling over a
longer period of time would be able to increase the number of minority participants and
allow for separate analyses.
Furthermore, limitations exist as a result of removing Asian American
participants from the analysis. Although Asian American women are considered

59

minority students, literature supporting their inclusion was lacking, inconclusive, or
suggested Asian American students would be encouraged to pursue upward mobility
through education (Xie & Goyette, 2003). Past research did not support that Asian
American student’s experience similar distress or backlash as a result of their educational
upward mobility as other minority students, and preliminary analysis indicated these
women significantly differed from the other ethnic minority women in this study. Asian
American students often face pressure to achieve due to being labeled as “model
minorities” (Li, 2005). In Lee’s 1994 study, she found that parents of Asian-identified
students taught their children that academic achievement was vital to their success; Asian
American parents see education as an effective means of upward mobility for their
children and therefore place high value on educational attainment (Xie & Goyette, 2003).
Furthermore, Gibson and Ogbu (1991) states Asian American students tend to do
well in school because they see academics as a necessary step for social mobility; and
Goyette and Xie (1999) found that parental expectations explained a large portion of high
educational expectations for Asian American students. Because of this, there is the belief
that if Asian American students do not display educational upward mobility, they may
“experience inner turmoil if their own interests differ from the expectations of their
parents” (p. 43). Thus, Asian American students may actually perceive backlash from
their families if they do not work to become upwardly mobile through educational
attainment. Future studies may want to investigate this ‘reverse backlash,’ or ideally even
study differences between different Asian American groups.
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Implications for Counseling Psychology
As previously noted, women who experience higher levels of perceived backlash
may also have higher levels of psychological distress. It is well known that education can
be a means to upward social, economic, mobility perhaps particularly for women and
ethnic minorities (Cole & Omari, 2003; Glenn & Weaver, 1981). However, disparities
still exist when accounting for cultural differences, class and race inequalities in
educational attainment (Ramist, 1981; Stromquist, 1990). Gerber and Schaefer (2004)
and Watts (1997) contended that higher education is a means to serve as individual social
and economic mobility; furthermore, educational opportunities and advancement can help
to ameliorate the negative circumstances facing disadvantaged groups (Lin, 2010). It is
promising that some of the traditional barriers against women in higher education seem to
be dissipating (Higginbotham & Weber, 1992; Hout, 1998; Stromquist, 1990); however,
in the interest of social justice, there is a need to know more about the social and
psychological distress, backlash, and discouragements that may hinder women from
starting, completing, or returning to higher education programs, including the personal
and familial distancing described by Higginbotham and Weber (1992).
Upwardly mobile women should not be put in an arduous position of receiving
backlash and undergoing distress as a result of their educational goals and undertakings.
Due to these continuing concerns, it is important for counseling psychologists to
understand the unique mental health concerns possibly affecting women in higher
education. Many students see counseling as a place to discuss issues of mental illness,
and not necessarily issues related to academic concerns. However, given what we know
about the impact of educational upward mobility on levels of psychological distress, it is
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important for counseling psychologists to be proactive in disseminating information to
help students understand the impact of career and educational decisions on their mental
health. Counseling psychologists are in a fitting position to assist first-generation college
students and women who are educationally upwardly mobile to address issues of anxiety,
doubt, and confidence in individual therapy. Counseling psychologists often work with
clients and students on concerns related to their major or career, and therefore
implications for career-focused counselors are vast. This study places counseling
psychologist in a position to advocate for increasing the training related to these barriers
and concerns and bettering integrating career counseling into counseling services.
Additionally, counseling psychologists in academia and research should also be
cognizant of these issues and attempt to support these women in their educational
endeavors, including in our own field. It can be expected that due to negative
experiences in relation to race, backlash and its negative psychological outcomes may be
one of many discouragements on women of color’s road to upward mobility. However, it
is important to note that lower SES Caucasian women experience similar distress as
ethnic minority women in relation to backlash for seeking educational upward mobility.
It would benefit clinicians and educators to be cognizant of personal or race-based biases
regarding Caucasian women and privilege.
Women seeking educational upward mobility show unique mental health
concerns, and there is the question about how these women persevere in the face of
backlash and mobility-related distress. It is important for psychologists and counselors to
be asking questions related to career, family influence, and their specific stressors related
to their upward mobility. As self-esteem has shown to have a unique influence on the
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relationship between perceived backlash and psychological distress, counselors and
therapists alike are in the position to assist clients with therapeutic interventions, such as
psychotherapy process group work, aimed at increasing self-esteem.
Implications for Future Research
As previously stated, there are numerous factors that might contribute to
perceived backlash for women in higher education. Further research is needed to
continue to explore the current study’s findings and explore the degree to which these
factors impact educational attainment and mental well-being. Qualitative research may
provide greater insight on the specific factors contributing to levels of perceived backlash
that result in psychological distress for women seeking educational upward mobility. It
may also help to identify more specific moderating factors that might ameliorate the
distress levels, and better understand the impact of race on backlash and psychological
distress. Additionally, given the low number of African American and Latina
participants in respect to Caucasian women in this study, it would be beneficial to
replicate this study comparing the influence of race in a larger sample, specifically
looking at differences across ethnic groups and also include Asian American women.
As suggested by Rowley, Sellers, Chavous, & Smith, (1998), few studies have
measured racial self-esteem separate from other dimensions of racial identity, and
research suggests that race is a stronger predictor of identity for Blacks than Whites
(Gray-Little & Hafdahl, 2000). Perhaps levels of racial identity need to be considered
when investigating the relationship between self-esteem and backlash in relation to
psychological distress? By examining not only self-esteem, but also racial identity, we
may better understand the impact of self-esteem on these women in the context of race.
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The current study also raised new questions to study in the future, such as the relationship
between backlash and SES possibly being more complicated than expected. Although
self-esteem was not found to moderate the relationship between backlash and
psychological distress, it did have a direct and positive correlation with psychological
distress and might serve as a mediating variable. A mediation study would be necessary
to examine this finding more closely.
Furthermore, it might benefit us as researchers and counseling psychologists to
expand on the current study and investigate educational disparities between races.
Examining levels of educational attainment in relation to backlash might help us better
understand more clearly the amount of perceived backlash women face at certain
educational levels and if levels of perceived backlash change with degree level or with
the number of degree difference between the women and their families of origin. .
Conclusion and Summary
The current research was conducted for several reasons. One of the primary
reasons was to determine how perceived backlash impacts the levels of psychological
distress in women who are seeking educational upward mobility. Another reason was to
explore how self-esteem might serve as a protective factor in moderating the relationship
between the above stated variables. This research sought to explore whether race
(Caucasian or ethnic minority) played a significant role in moderating the relationship
between perceived backlash and psychological distress. This research also adds to the
limited body of literature that has explored the difficulties women face while pursuing a
higher educational degree.
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In summary, the women in this study reported having experienced greater levels
of psychological distress when they endorsed greater levels of perceived backlash from
individuals in their lives (i.e., family, friends, peer group, support systems).. Although
self-esteem directly impacted the level of psychological distress experienced by the
women, it did not seem to moderate the impact of backlash. These findings will
hopefully provide a better understanding about the impact of backlash on women’s wellbeing regardless of race, and encourage university personnel, educators, and counseling
psychologists to recognize and take action to help minimize or eradicate women’s
experiences with backlash in or as a result of educational upward mobility.
Until then, for women who want to gain upward mobility through education, there
will likely be negative costs associated with achieving educationally and vocationally.
For women and ethnic minority groups, this is especially unfortunate as education is
often the primary or only means to upward mobility. Backlash may also continue to
endanger these women’s desire and will to achieve; backlash may negatively influence
women’s battles to combat gender stereotypes that threaten their academic and
intellectual performance. Currently, the pursuit of power and equality for all women
comes with the risks of backlash and the psychological costs associated with it. This in
turn has a cost to our society in that we may never get to see some of these women break
through the barriers they are facing.
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Appendix A
Recruitment Letter
Dear _________,
Hello! My name is Jessie Nicole Smith, a Counseling Psychology doctoral student
(under the supervision of Elin Ovrebo, Ph.D.). I am collecting data for a study on
psychological distress experienced by women who are in the process of earning higher
educational degrees and the backlash they may experience. It is our hope that this study
will help educators, researchers and clinicians gain a greater understanding of the needs
of women in higher education. Additionally, our hope is that you may be able to cut-andpaste the announcement about this research opportunity (below) into an email to
colleagues, friends, and family, your social network page, listserv or other
communication forum. Please let us know if you have any questions or comments.
Thank you!
Hello!
Thank you for your interest in our study. We are studying the role of psychological
distress experienced by women who are in the process of earning higher educational
degrees and the backlash they may experience. The purpose of this study is to contribute
to the knowledge of women’s experiences of education and educational upward mobility.
We would greatly appreciate your participation. Our hope is that you may be able to
provide first-hand accounts of your experience during your educational journey.
Below is a link to an anonymous, short survey that asks questions about your education,
life experiences, and personal well-being. You must be a female of at least 18 years or
older to participate, be seeking a higher education degree (Bachelor’s degree or higher) or
have a conferred degree within the last 5 years. Participation is voluntary and takes
roughly 15-20 minutes. In compensation for your completion of the survey, you will
receive a $1.29 iTunes song download or a $1.29 donation to the charitable organization
below (one per participant, up to 150 participants).
Thank you,
<Link to survey>
Jessie N. Smith, M.A., Doctoral Candidate
Elin Ovrebo, Ph.D.
Counseling Psychology
University of Memphis
Girls Learn International Inc. – Girls Learn International (GLI) educates and energizes
U.S. students in the global movement for girls’ access to education. Student-to-student,
and student-to-parent, GLI is building a movement of informed advocates for universal
girls’ education and a new generation of leaders and activists for social change.
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Appendix B
Informed Consent
Dear Research Participant:
Thank you for your interest in our study. This study is only open to adult (age 18 or
older) women who are enrolled in a higher educational degree (Bachelor degree level or
higher) or have a conferred degree within the last five years. The purpose of this study is
to contribute to the knowledge of the psychological distress experienced by women who
are seeking a higher degree and engaging in educational upward mobility. We would
greatly appreciate your taking time from your busy schedule to participate in this study.
Participation in the project requires that you complete an online survey that takes
approximately 15-20 minutes. To ensure confidentiality, no personally identifying
information will be associated with the responses. All analyses will be performed on
group data only and confidentiality of data will be maintained within the limits allowed
by law. As compensation for your participation and time, you will receive a $1.29 iTunes
song download or a $1.29 donation to the charitable organization below (one per
participant, up to 150 participants).
Your participation in this research study is completely voluntary and you may withdraw
from participation at any time without consequence. Finally, as with most research, there
are minimal potential risks, such as stress when considering your experience of school or
other activities. The University of Memphis does not have any funds budgeted for
compensation for injury, damages, or other expenses. If you have any questions about
this study, please e-mail the principle investigators: Jessie N. Smith, M.A.
(jnsmith5@memphis.edu) or Elin Ovrebo, Ph.D., (eoverbo@memphis.edu). If you have
additional questions regarding research rights, you may contact the Institutional Review
Board for the Protection of Human Subjects at (901) 678-2533.
If you agree to participate, please click the button labeled "I agree" and your browser will
go to the online survey. If you do not wish to participate, please click the button labeled
"I do not wish to participate" or close your browser window. Your agreement to
participate indicates you have been informed that your data will remain confidential
within limits allowed by law, that you will allow the researchers to include your data in
the aggregate dataset, and that you understand you may withdraw from the study at any
time without consequence. Thank you again for your time and participation.
Sincerely,
Jessie N. Smith, M.A.
Elin Ovrebo, Ph.D.
The University of Memphis
Girls Learn International Inc. – Girls Learn International (GLI) educates and energizes U.S.
students in the global movement for girls’ access to education. Student-to-student, and student-toparent, GLI is building a movement of informed advocates for universal girls’ education and a
new generation of leaders and activists for social change.

83

Appendix C
Demographics
1. Age: _______________
2. Gender
a. Female
b. Male
c. Other: ________________
3. Nationality
a. U.S. Citizen
b. Permanent Resident
c. Non-U.S. Citizen (includes international students)
d. Other: ____________________
4. Sexual Orientation
a. Heterosexual or straight
b. Gay or lesbian
c. Bisexual
d. Other: __________________
5. Partner Status
a. Single, never married
b. Married or domestic partnership
c. Widowed
d. Divorced
e. Separated
f. Other: _________________
6. Race
a.
b.
c.
d.
e.
f.
g.
h.
7.

African American, Black
Asian American
Caucasian, White
Latino, Hispanic
Native American
Pacific Islander
Biracial, Multiracial
Other: _____________________

Education Level (for which you are currently enrolled in or conferred degree
level)
a. Bachelor’s Degree
b. Master’s Degree
c. Doctoral Degree or Professional Degree
d. Other: ________________
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8. Major/Focus
Please write in your answer
9. Year in Current Degree Program OR Years Since Conferred Degree
a. 1st
b. 2nd
c. 3rd
d. 4th
e. 5th
f. 1 year
g. 2 years
h. 3 years
i. 4 years
j. 5 years
k. 5+ years
l. Other: __________________
10. How would you define your Socioeconomic Status (SES) growing up?
a. Upper Class
b. Upper, Middle Class
c. Middle Class
d. Lower, Middle Class
e. Lower Class
f. Other: ________________________
11. How would you define your CURRENT Socioeconomic Status (SES)?
a. Upper Class
b. Upper, Middle Class
c. Middle Class
d. Lower, Middle Class
e. Lower Class
f. Other: ________________________
12. Who raised you?
a. Biological Mother only
b. Biological Father only
c. Both biological Mother and biological Father
d. Biological Mother and non-biological Father
e. Biological Father and non-biological Mother
f. Other: ______________________________
13. Highest Level of Education for individuals you selected above?
a. Some high school
b. High school degree
c. GED
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d.
e.
f.
g.
h.
i.

Some college
Associates Degree or Technical College
Bachelor’s Degree
Master’s Degree
Doctoral Degree or Professional Degree
Other: ________________
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Appendix D
Fear of Backlash Index (FOB)
Please respond to the following questions using the following scale:
1 = Not at All, 6 = Very Much So
If people knew how well you performed...
1. Do you think you would feel proud? (reverse scored)
2. Do you think you would be embarrassed?
3. Would you feel ashamed about your success?
4. Would your friends be likely to (negatively) tease you?
5. Would your peers give you a hard time (e.g., call you names)?
6. Would you be concerned that you might be disliked?
7. Would you worry about being labeled negatively?
8. Would you be concerned that others might think you're odd?
9. Would your friends be likely to (negatively) tease you?
10. Would you worry that others might give you a hard time (e.g., call you names)?

Total scale score: all items
Scores on these 10 items will be averaged to form the fear of backlash index, of which
high scores indicated greater perceived backlash.
Rudman, L. A., & Fairchild, K. (2004). Reactions to counterstereotypic behavior: The
role of backlash in cultural stereotype maintenance. Journal of Personality and
Social Psychology, 87, 157-176.

87

Appendix E
Rosenberg Self-Esteem Scale
Below is a list of statements dealing with your general feelings about yourself. If you
strongly agree, circle SA. If you agree with the statement, circle A. If you disagree, circle
D. If you strongly disagree, circle SD.
1. On the whole, I am satisfied with myself.
2. At times, I think I am no good at all. *
3. I feel that I have a number of good qualities.
4. I am able to do things as well as most other people.
5. I feel I do not have much to be proud of.
6. I certainly feel useless at times. *
7. I feel that I’m a person of worth, at least on an equal plane with others.
8. I wish I could have more respect for myself. *
9. All in all, I am inclined to feel that I am a failure. *
10. I take a positive attitude toward myself.
Scoring: SA = 3, A = 2, D = 1, SD = 0.
Items with an asterisk* are reverse scored, that is, SA = 0, A = 1, D = 2, SD = 3.
Sum the scores for the 10 items. The higher the score, the higher the self-esteem.
The Rosenberg Self-Esteem Scale is public domain for educational and professional
research.
Rosenberg, M. (1965). Society and the adolescent self-image. Princeton, NJ: Princeton
University Press.
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Appendix F
Clinical Outcomes in Routine Evaluation – Outcome Measure (CORE-OM) Scale
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Appendix G: IRB Approval
IRB Approval 3130
Beverly Jacobik (bjacobik)
on behalf of
Institutional Review Board
Wed 9/3/2014 9:33 AM
To: Jessie Smith (jnsmith5) <jnsmith5@memphis.edu>; Elin Ovrebo (eovrebo)
<eovrebo@memphis.edu>;
Hello,
The University of Memphis Institutional Review Board, FWA00006815, has reviewed
and approved your submission in accordance with all applicable statuses and regulations
as well as ethical principles.
PI NAME: Jessica Smith
CO-PI:
PROJECT TITLE: The Psychological Distress Experienced in Women Seeking
Educational upward Mobility: The Role of Backlash, Self-Esteem, and Race.
FACULTY ADVISOR NAME (if applicable): Elin Ovrebo
IRB ID: #3130
APPROVAL DATE: 8/29/2014
EXPIRATION DATE: 2/20/2015
LEVEL OF REVIEW: Expedited Modification
Please Note: Modifications do not extend the expiration of the original approval
Approval of this project is given with the following obligations:
1. If this IRB approval has an expiration date, an approved renewal must be in
effect to continue the project prior to that date. If approval is not obtained, the
human consent form(s) and recruiting material(s) are no longer valid and any
research activities involving human subjects must stop.
2. When the project is finished or terminated, a completion form must be completed
and sent to the board.
3. No change may be made in the approved protocol without prior board approval,
whether the approved protocol was reviewed at the Exempt, Expedited or Full
Board level.
4. Exempt approval are considered to have no expiration date and no further review
is necessary unless the protocol needs modification.
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Thank you,
Pamela M. Valentine
Interim Institutional Review Board Chair
The University of Memphis.
Note: Review outcomes will be communicated to the email address on file. This email
should be considered an official communication from the UM IRB. Consent Forms are no
longer being stamped as well. Please contact the IRB at IRB@memphis.edu if a letter on
IRB letterhead is required.
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